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My title refers to Gordon Hutner’s 2009 study What America Read: Taste, Class and the Novel 1920–1960, an impressively detailed account of middle-class 
realist fiction and its reception in the United States across the middle decades of 
the twentieth century. Hutner’s object of study is not genre fiction but the vast 
middle ground of “better” novels that were often widely read but have largely disap-
peared from view in both mainstream and revisionary literary histories. Over recent 
decades, of course, an enormous amount of critical effort has gone into reclaim-
ing texts and authors excluded from the canon on the grounds of gender, race, or 
political bias, and no less into reclaiming genre fiction, but Hutner is interested in 
a different kind of exclusion. The middle-class realist novels he analyses were not 
marginal, they were the mainstream: “they occupied the very center of the literary 
landscape [. . .] the widely read, easily comprehensible fiction that Americans chose 
for their edification and literary entertainment” (1). The final phrase expresses his 
argument for their reclamation, and What America Read provides a rich study of the 
rise and fall of middle-class novels and the book talk that surrounded them, “the 
sound of the culture conversing with itself” (45).
And yet what’s striking, at least from an outsider’s perspective, is that apart 
from a few passing references to British and European books, Hutner’s novels are 
all American, as if American readers were reading only American fiction. Hutner 
knows this was not the case; nonetheless he remarks that “one of the most surpris-
ing things for the Americanist of today” is to discover the “abiding interest” of the 
New York Times and other papers “in English literature, especially contemporary 
fiction—Virginia Woolf and Ford Madox Ford to be sure, but also writers whose 
reputations have generally not survived, like Frank Swinnerton, Rose Macaulay 
and Margaret Kennedy, standing side by side with Joseph Conrad” (64). That it 
is surprising rather than just what we’d expect is testimony to the force of canon-
ization and national literary accounting; in fact, the presence of British books in 
American bestseller lists peaked in the interwar years: twenty-eight per cent of the 
annual top one hundred titles across the 1920s and 1930s, with figures such as John 
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Galsworthy appearing multiple times (Sutherland 11–13). And to anticipate my 
own argument, this was the market or book world in which Australian novels were 
received. Although the Britishness of British books was often marked for American 
reviewers, they were reviewed less as foreign books than as books that might also 
participate in the conversation middle-class America was having with itself.
Hutner’s argument means his primary focus is the fiction “written for the 
American middle-class, by the American middle-class, about the American middle-
class” (8). But American publishers were also publishing foreign, mostly British 
books into this same middle-class market, and this transatlantic trade included a 
small but significant flow of Australian titles that also peaked in the years when, 
for Hutner, middle-class realism was dominant. American readers, in short, were 
also reading Australian novels, sometimes in large numbers and sometimes in a way 
that brought them, too, into the conversations American culture was having with 
itself. These novels seldom entered the American market as Australian literature, 
but rather as part of the regular turnover of “books of the week,” as more or less 
ephemeral sources of “edification and literary entertainment.” Having said that, 
what is striking about this period in the longer history of American reception of 
Australian books is the degree to which the idea of “Australian literature” did in fact 
present itself to critics and reviewers.
ii
From the late 1920s to the mid-1940s, a series of ambitious Australian novels were 
released in new American editions. The period stands out clearly from what had 
occurred earlier and what followed. The 1880s and 1890s had seen something of 
a boom for Australian fiction in the American market, driven by the expansion 
of cheap fiction libraries, the absence before 1891 of American copyright protec-
tion for foreign books, and the international popularity of romance and adventure 
genres. However, following the passing of the Chase Act in 1891, its requirement 
that foreign books be printed in the US to be copyrighted, and the subsequent col-
lapse of the cheap fiction libraries, the early twentieth century saw only very small 
numbers of Australian titles reach the US: four to five annually, and with no clear 
pattern in the kinds of novels being released. It is only at the very end of the 1920s 
that we begin to see a cluster of substantial novels appearing together, a pattern sus-
tained until the mid-1940s, and significant enough for reviewers to remark upon it. 
Then the earlier patterns return—fewer novels, one-off publishing, and no obvious 
clustering in terms of genre outside genre fiction itself.
The majority of the thirty-five titles I have selected for listing below are either 
historical fiction or “regional” novels, and often both at once. Louis Stone’s Jonah is 
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something of an exception, having first been published in 1911, but its release in the 
US in 1933 is a good indication of the increased interest in Australian fiction during 
the period, while some books not in the historical or regional genres, such as Kath-
arine Susannah Prichard’s Fay’s Circus, are included to indicate follow-up publica-
tions.1 The books listed range from historical romance to demanding literary fiction, 
but with the possible exception of Patrick White’s overtly modernist Happy Valley, 
all could be included within the terms of the middle-class realism Hutner describes.2 
Historical fiction, regional fiction, and family sagas were central to American middle-
class reading tastes, and the Australian novels participated in these forms: those listed 
are predominantly large-scale historical novels, often divided into three books, or 
individual titles within a trilogy; in short, the classic forms of the intergenerational 
family saga and the pioneering “epic,” a common term in reviews. They are not 
merely set in Australia, but tell or imply some version of the “making of Australia.” 
The predominance of these forms meant that even short books could be reviewed 
as “big books”: Coonardoo, for example, which does offer the epic theme of frontier 
land settlement and a compressed family saga across three generations; or Frank 
Dalby Davison’s Man-Shy, published in America as Red Heifer: A Story of Men and 
Cattle: “It is a ‘little’ story and yet a ‘big’ story—it has a quality of greatness [. . . It] rises 
to the stark beauty of tragedy” (Rush 372). It is also worth remarking that in Australia 
as in America—but not in Britain—the historical saga form was dominated by female 
authors: twenty-six of the thirty-five titles listed and eleven of the eighteen authors.
Katharine Susannah Prichard, Working Bullocks (Viking, 1927)
Martin Boyd, The Madeleine Heritage (The Montforts) (Bobbs-Merrill, 1928)
Henry Handel Richardson, Ultima Thule (Norton, 1929)
Dorothy Cottrell, The Singing Gold (Houghton Mifflin, 1929)
M. Barnard Eldershaw, A House is Built (Harcourt Brace, 1929)
Dorothy Cottrell, Tharlane (Earth Battle) (Houghton Mifflin, 1930)
Katharine Susannah Prichard, Coonardoo (Norton, 1930)
Henry Handel Richardson, Australia Felix (Norton, 1930)
Henry Handel Richardson, The Way Home (Norton, 1930)
M. Barnard Eldershaw, Green Memory (Harcourt Brace, 1931)
Katharine Susannah Prichard, Fay’s Circus (Haxby’s Circus) (Norton, 1931)
Henry Handel Richardson, The Getting of Wisdom (Norton, 1931)
Henry Handel Richardson, The Fortunes of Richard Mahony (trilogy in 1 vol.)  
(Norton 1931)
Helen Simpson, Boomerang (Doubleday Doran, 1932)
G.B. Lancaster, Pageant (Century, 1933; Triangle Books, 1942)
Helen Simpson, The Woman on the Beast (Doubleday Doran, 1933)
Louis Stone, Larrikin (Jonah) (Ray Long & Richard Smith, 1933)
Frank Dalby Davison, Red Heifer (Man-Shy) (Coward-McCann, 1934)
Jean Devanny, Out of Such Fires (Macaulay, 1934)
Brian Penton, Landtakers (Farrar & Rinehart, 1935)
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Winifred Birkett, Earth’s Quality (Dodd Mead, 1936)
G.B. Lancaster, Promenade (Reynal & Hitchcock, 1938)
Eric Lowe, Salute to Freedom (Reynal & Hitchcock, 1938)
Helen Simpson, Under Capricorn (Macmillan, 1938)
Eric Lowe, Framed in Hardwood (Reynal & Hitchcock, 1940)
Patrick White, Happy Valley (Viking, 1940)
Henry Handel Richardson, The Fortunes of Richard Mahony (NY Readers Club, 1941)
Kylie Tennant, The Battlers (Macmillan, 1941)
Eleanor Dark, The Timeless Land (Macmillan 1941)
Ernestine Hill, Australian Frontier (The Great Australian Loneliness)  
(Doubleday Doran, 1942; Armed Services Edition 1942)
Xavier Herbert, Capricornia (Appleton-Century, 1943)
Kylie Tennant, Time Enough Later (Macmillan, 1943)
Ernestine Hill, My Love Must Wait (Doubleday Doran, 1944)
Eleanor Dark, The Little Company (Macmillan, 1945)
Martin Boyd, Lucinda Brayford (Dutton, 1948)
My list is, of course, very selective and by no means covers the totality of Austra-
lian fiction published in America in the period. It includes none of Dark’s earlier 
novels published by Macmillan in New York (Return to Coolami 1936, Sun Across the 
Sky 1937, Waterway 1938); none of Christina Stead’s seven books, which appeared 
in the USA between 1934 and 1946; none of Norman Lindsay’s “sex comedies,” 
five of which appeared successfully in the American market, together with The Mag-
ic Pudding, between 1930 and 1938; none of Dale Collins’s nine novels published 
between 1927 and 1937; and nothing from the Australian crime and romance nov-
elists who often had multiple American releases. Romance writer Maysie Grieg 
alone had twenty-six novels published in the US between 1927 and 1941, in over 
one hundred different editions. Finally, the list excludes the first Australian-born 
writer to sell a million copies of a single title in the US market: P.L. Travers with 
Mary Poppins (1934), but her Australian links were not visible to reviewers.
Nonetheless, the listed titles represent a substantial body of work. Around half 
still have serious claims on Australian literature; and more significant for present pur-
poses, they made an impression on American book culture, at least for this decade 
and a half. As a measure of impact, the sequence of books is almost neatly framed by 
the first two Australian novels selected by that most important institution of mid-cen-
tury American book culture, the Book-of-the-Month Club (BOMC): Henry Handel 
Richardson’s Ultima Thule in 1929 and Eleanor Dark’s The Timeless Land in 1941. 
The BOMC had been founded in 1926 to provide new fiction and non-fiction titles 
to Club subscribers, with the vital added attraction that it also offered guidance to 
the “best of the new books” through its monthly selections and the Book-of-the-Month 
Cub News (Radway 187–220; Rubin 93–8, 143–7). Although sometimes criticized for 
standardizing and commercializing literary taste, the Club was an immediate success, 
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with more than 110,000 subscribers by the time Ultima Thule was chosen. BOMC 
selection thus meant guaranteed sales of eighty to one hundred thousand copies. The 
judges were committed to “good books” for the “intelligent, general reader” (Rad-
way 110), and while their selections were unlikely to be avant-garde, they could be 
substantial, even demanding literary works like the two Australian novels just men-
tioned, usually with a strong investment in character, appealing to readers in a mode 
Radway has labeled “middlebrow personalism” (283). As such, the BOMC became 
the very touchstone of the middle-class reading habits Hutner identifies. In a wonder-
ful phrase from the Dallas News, Club selection meant that the two Australian novels 
would “automatically penetrate the living rooms of book-conscious America” (Smith 
1929).3 Both novels were first published in London, but BOMC selection gave the 
two authors the highest sales and earnings of their entire careers.
Other titles were brought to the attention of “book-conscious America” as 
BOMC alternate selections, meaning they were discussed for subscribers in the 
Book-of-the-Month Club News. These included A House is Built, Coonardoo, Australia 
Felix, The Way Home, The Fortunes of Richard Mahoney, The Getting of Wisdom, Pag-
eant, The Woman on the Beast, Red Heifer, Landtakers, Under Capricorn, Promenade, 
Capricornia, My Love Must Wait, and The Little Company. Others—including Pageant, 
Lucinda Brayford and Red Heifer—were selected by the Literary Guild, the other major 
American book club, guaranteeing sales of at least 30,000 copies.
In general the books were reviewed in the leading papers in New York and other 
major cities and towns, and even in the remotest corners of the country; reviews 
were sometimes syndicated, but papers across the land conducted their own book 
review pages. As a consequence, some of the key American bookmen and book-
women of the period came to review the new Australian novels as they appeared—
Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Carl Van Doren, Clifton Fadiman, Henry Seidel Canby, 
Louis Kronenberger, William Soskin, Joseph Henry Jackson, Henry Hazlitt, Mary 
Ross, Orville Prescott, and Jane Spence Southron—now mostly forgotten, like the 
bulk of the books they reviewed, but important figures in the crowded book world 
of the interwar years.4 Hazlitt, for example, was literary editor of the New York Sun 
and then, from 1930, of Nation; Canby was founding editor of the Saturday Review 
of Literature and, with Canfield Fisher, a key member of the BOMC Selection Com-
mittee. Although better known as a social and political commentator, newly minted 
Australianist C. Hartley Grattan began writing on Australian literature in the same 
period. He published the first major American essay on the subject in the Bookman 
in 1928, followed by regular surveys of Australian literature and reviews of new fic-
tion in the New York Times, the Saturday Review, the New Republic, and Nation.
Between the wars, the vast majority of Australian books published in America 
still arrived via London. Their entry into the US was governed by American copy-
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right law as it was applied to books originating overseas; by formal and informal 
relations between British and American publishers; by the activity of literary agents 
in London and New York; and then, some way back, by the activities of Australian 
publishers and the authors themselves. The final point requires some qualification: 
while Australian authors had limited agency in the business of getting published 
in the US, many were keenly interested in the possibility of American editions and 
American sales and pursued the matter vigorously with agents, editors, and publish-
ers, often over several decades and in the face of repeated disappointments. Some 
engaged American as well as English agents; some established lasting relations with 
a single publisher; more than we might anticipate achieved critical success. Sustain-
ing a reputation, however, even with good reviews, was a more difficult proposition. 
By the 1920s, US copyright law required foreign books to be registered with the 
Library of Congress within sixty days of their overseas publication date, published 
within four months of registration, and wholly manufactured in the US, in order 
for them to receive copyright protection (Spoo 288). Meeting these requirements 
was worth the expense to American publishers for strong-selling or well-established 
authors but a discouragement to taking on the unknown. Given these barriers, 
the number of Australian novels published in America is higher than we might 
expect, over four hundred from 1930 to the end of 1945. Many were copyrighted 
editions, the prime advantage for publishers being the right to sell a book on to a 
paperback or reprint house, book clubs, or magazines. In general, the profits from 
such subsidiary rights were greater than for sales of the original hardback editions.5 
Many other titles were printed from English sheets and thus published without full 
copyright protection but also with minimal risk of competition. The arrangements 
for such editions were usually made directly between publishers. As a rule, Ameri-
can houses were more generous than their British counterparts with advances, but 
British contracts typically stipulated that any advance from a US edition would be 
split fifty-fifty between the British publisher and the author. This stipulation could 
prompt authors and agents to attempt to reserve US rights and negotiate them 
independently with a US publisher, but few were in a position to do so. Although 
royalty scales were similar on either side of the Atlantic, American royalties were 
more attractive when the only option for Australian-based authors was the reduced 
royalty paid on colonial editions (Johanson 170).
iii
My story might have begun in 1927 with Viking’s edition of Katharine Susannah 
Prichard’s Working Bullocks. The Viking Press had only been in existence since 
March 1925, but had quickly built a reputation as a progressive modern literary 
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publisher. One of their earliest releases, the US edition of Working Bullocks, ar-
ranged by Prichard’s London publisher, Jonathan Cape, was potentially a step to-
wards a serious transatlantic reputation for its author. But there was no follow-up. 
Despite a favorable review in the New York Times for this “impressive, realistic novel 
from Australia,” it appears to have had little impact. The reviewer was unaware of 
Prichard’s The Pioneers, which had been published to serious acclaim in New York a 
decade earlier in 1916, and his starting point was all-too familiar: “Literature does 
not reach us in any appreciable bulk from the Antipodes” (“Australian Realism” 8).
The new phase in perceptions of Australian literature was instead initiated by 
the decision of W. W. Norton & Co. to publish Richardson’s Ultima Thule. It was 
a most unlikely choice: Norton was not yet a fiction publisher; this was the third 
volume in a trilogy whose first two volumes were unavailable in the marketplace; the 
novel had initially been rejected by its London publisher; Richardson herself was 
largely unknown, despite having some keen supporters in New York cultural circles 
including prominent critics Carl Van Vechten, Edna Kenton, and James Huneker; 
she had a poor sales record; and the story itself was an unrelenting tragedy set in a 
remote time and place. But I suspect Norton himself genuinely believed in the book 
and that his market sense told him he was onto a winner. Ultima Thule had received 
strong English reviews, and once selected by the BOMC, Norton could attribute 
best-seller status to the novel even before it was released.
Norton’s publicity campaign for the novel was one of the most innovative in 
American publishing history and attracted close analysis itself in the Atlantic Book-
shelf. It turned the author’s obscurity and the novel’s challenging subject matter 
into key selling points: “For 21 years she was an ‘author’s author’. And now, over-
night, 100,000 readers pay her homage. That is the amazing story of Henry Handel 
Richardson.”6 What was innovative was less this blaring headline than the density 
of the text that followed. As the Bookshelf put it, “whoever read it felt repaid. He 
learned not merely that the publisher thought this was a great novel, but the story 
of the author’s difficult career and final recognition, a view of England’s enthusi-
asm for the book, and a picture of what the novel was about: its theme, its leading 
characters, its emotional effect, and a suggestion of the story. No attempt was made 
to camouflage the fact that the story was a bitter tragedy [. . .] It made the readers 
of the advertising able to talk about the book almost as though they had read it” (Wells, 
original italics).
The reviews were everything Norton could have wished, and choice quotations 
appeared in a second round of advertising: “belongs among those few really great 
books”; “among the small handful of memorable tragedies produced in our language 
in the last twenty years”; “a novel of lasting quality”; “the sound, enduring stuff that 
makes great literature”; “a great novel in the best tradition”; and (my favorite) “makes 
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the average good novel look like a relaxed oyster.”7 Even smaller papers could get 
excited, at least in their headlines: “Mad Man’s Fate Makes Masterpiece.” (C.A.S.). 
No less noteworthy, the novel became a talking point in reading groups, public lec-
tures, personality profiles, even gossip. A diarist in the New York Herald Tribune wrote, 
“They tell us that ‘Ultima Thule’ [. . .] is a swell book, and we’re gonna read it next 
week at latest.” It shared bestseller lists across the country with A Farewell to Arms and 
All Quiet on the Western Front. Norton later claimed that Ultima Thule was “remem-
bered by more than 200,000 readers as one of the great experiences of their lives.”8
At this point, Richardson’s Australian background and the novel’s setting were 
scarcely mentioned. Not unreasonably, reviewers and the BOMC focused on the 
book’s “universal” treatment of its central characters and its alignment with a “deep 
English tradition” (Hazlitt). For Mary Ross of the Atlantic Bookshelf, “in a book so 
deep and sure as this it would be irrelevant to talk about nationalities” (Rev. of Ul-
tima Thule). Richardson herself was described as an English author more often than 
not; again not unreasonably, as her books belonged first to the British book world. 
But perhaps there was also a kind of cognitive dissonance among reviewers that 
such a substantial and “European” novel could be Australian in any deep sense: “It 
is a novel that must be discussed in the most catholic of critical terms—and yet [. . .] 
its locale is Australia, the continent that, to most of mankind, seems least a part of 
this goodly frame on which we read and have our being” (Myers 147).
Grattan was the only reviewer to use the term “Australian literature.” Although 
he had mentioned Maurice Guest in passing in his 1928 article, he had been unaware 
of the first two volumes of the trilogy (Australia Felix had been published by Holt in 
1917, but The Way Home had not appeared in the US).9 Reviewing Ultima Thule was 
his chance to make amends: “There is no other novel in Australian literature that 
so cuttingly analyses the society of that country, for though it depicts conditions in 
the 1870s, in all essentials the same conditions obtain today.” The comment reflects 
Grattan’s understanding of Australian literature as an expression of the country’s 
social history and national ethos (Hergenhan 36), a powerful critical engine for 
him—he was virtually alone among reviewers in being able to make such connec-
tions authoritatively—but one which also produced some discomfort with negative 
portrayals of Australian experience. Mahony’s character, he concludes, means Ul-
tima Thule “presents the worst side of Australian life,” and he recommends readers 
try Such is Life for the contrasting views of a “critical patriot”; later he could offer 
only qualified praise of Landtakers and Capricornia (Grattan, “The Literary Scene in 
Australia”; “Literature of the Antipodes”).
The success of Ultima Thule encouraged Norton to reissue Richardson’s earlier 
works in an extraordinary burst of publishing activity that saw five novels and the 
one-volume edition of the Mahony trilogy in the marketplace in the two years from 
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late 1929 to late 1931. The latter’s appearance was hailed as “the most important 
event in the field of fiction in the American publishing seasons of 1929–30” (Kerns), 
or in Norton’s own terms, “The Greatest Event in Modern Fiction.”10 With the 
complete trilogy in the marketplace, its Australian dimension could no longer be 
avoided. Norton advertised it as “an epic of the Australian pioneers [. . .] on a can-
vas as big as Australia itself,” but also quoted the Saturday Review’s comparison with 
Galsworthy’s Forsyte Saga, about the highest compliment available at the time and 
a vital frame of reference for my argument: “We expect that discriminating readers 
will place it on a level with, if not higher than, Galsworthy’s chronicles; [. . .] it may 
be considered the soundest accomplishment of English fiction in the twentieth 
century” (one of many such judgments); another review described Mahony as “the 
Soames of this Saga” (M.Q.P.). Critics responded to the larger resonance: the trilogy 
was “the story of Australia itself” (Wilbur); “All Australians are the principal charac-
ter, or rather something almost transcendental, like Man in Australia” (Chapman). 
In the Atlantic, Ross remarked that, although the scene was the “furthest removed” 
from American readers, the trilogy was far closer to American sympathies than Eu-
ropean fiction, for “in the trilogy starting with Australia Felix a new country is on the 
make, scrambling diverse races and traditions, snubbing over-sensitivity, rewarding 
boldness” (Rev. of Australia Felix and The Way Home).
Norton himself had visited Australia in 1916–1917 (Hetherington 420), and 
writing to Nettie Palmer in 1929, he expressed his desire to develop an “Austra-
lian list”—the first American publisher, I’m sure, to use the term.11 The possibility 
presented itself in the form of Prichard’s Coonardoo, recommended by Palmer and 
published by Norton in April 1930. Coonardoo invited comparison not only with 
Richardson’s Australian novels but also with other nation-making “regional” fic-
tion, as in Norton’s own publicity: “What The Story of an African Farm did for South 
Africa—What Maria Chapdelaine did for French Canada—this dramatic novel does 
for the last frontier of tropic Nor’West Australia.”12 Norton next published Prich-
ard’s Fay’s Circus, the American edition of Haxby’s Circus, in February 1931, but to 
a quieter reception.
The real impact in terms of a changed perception of Australia and its literature 
came from the presence of Richardson’s and Prichard’s books together in the mar-
ketplace. Numerous reviews expressed a sudden, unfamiliar recognition: “Australia 
at last seems to have become articulate, when in so short a space of time it can 
produce such books as Henry Handel Richardson’s ‘Ultima Thule,’ Miss Prichard’s 
own ‘Working Bullocks’ and [Coonardoo]” (Forbes); “Australia is largely an unknown 
country to American readers but ‘Ultima Thule,’ that literary sensation of last year, 
helped focus attention on that far-off land as a theme for fiction and now [with the 
publication of Australia Felix and Coonardoo] new evidence [. . .] comes to light” (“Aus-
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tralian Novels”); “those who maintain that no literature comes out of Australia are 
beginning to revise their opinions as each new book is announced by Henry Handel 
Richardson, Katherine Susannah Prichard and Dorothy Cottrel (sic)” (Press); Ultima 
Thule had “brought the Australian country into the deep consciousness of reading 
America” and Coonardoo promised to do the same (Conklin). In sum, with Richard-
son’s and Prichard’s novels, “Australia is taking her place as an important contribu-
tor to English letters” (Call). Or as a headline announced to readers in Toledo, “Pub-
lication of recent novels reveals literary talent of tiny continent” (“Australia to Fore”).
The impact was reinforced as new novels appeared at regular intervals—Barnard 
Eldershaw’s A House is Built (a “saga of three generations”), Dorothy Cottrell’s The 
Singing Gold and Tharlane (“a magnificent story of modern pioneering [. . .] the epic 
of a wild land and an unconquerable race”), G. B. Lancaster’s Pageant (“a family 
saga of Tasmania, rich in its material, too rich in its writing”), or Helen Simpson’s 
Boomerang and Under Capricorn (“Australia [gets] lighter treatment than is usually 
accorded it in fiction”).13 Writing in the New York Times, Grattan observed that 
“American readers are beginning to discover Australia through novels, however re-
calcitrant they may be when confronted with non-fiction books and articles” (“Lit-
erature in the Antipodes”). Richardson’s trilogy was the greatest influence, followed 
less happily for Grattan by Lancaster’s historical romance. As testimony to the dom-
inance of historical fiction, he noted the relative absence of Australian novels about 
contemporary life appearing in America, and the relatively absence of novels about 
city life appearing from Australian writers themselves.
More broadly, across the range of critics listed above, something of an informed 
constituency for Australian fiction began to emerge as successive titles were re-
viewed. When in 1935 Brian Penton’s Landtakers appeared (subtitled the “story 
of an epoch” and the first in a planned trilogy), William Soskin remarked that 
Penton’s name could now be added “to the roster of accomplished writers emerg-
ing in the continent of Australia,” here alongside Richardson, Lancaster, and Nor-
man Lindsay; for the Book-of-the-Month Club News, the new novels had “brought 
Antipodean life sharply within the consciousness of lively-minded readers” (Bates). 
In the same year, the Christian Science Monitor published an article by Nettie Palmer 
entitled “Australia Writes of Herself,” with Richardson featured on the magazine’s 
cover. The essay’s subtitle was expansive: “Book Production Has Taken A Sudden 
Spurt on that Continent, With Literature About Both the Historical and Con-
temporary Scenes Winning Respectful Attention in the World.” When Barnard 
Eldershaw’s groundbreaking Essays in Australian Fiction was distributed in the US 
in 1938, it was reviewed as marking a change in both the nation and its literature: 
“they deal with eight writers who have helped their country out of the ‘dark ages of 
a few years ago.’ Colonial and even empire boundaries have already been crossed by 
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Henry Handel Richardson and Katherine (sic) Prichard. A new book by Christina 
Stead is international news. Dawn is at hand in Australia” (A.C.).14
An early review of A House is Built was entitled “Australia is Very American” 
(Rogers). By the mid-1930s, for some critics at least, the cumulative effect was as if 
Australia’s position in relation to the United States had suddenly been reversed—no 
longer remote, exotic, and scarcely credible, but unexpectedly close and familiar. 
The clichéd comparison between the two country’s pioneering histories could sud-
denly be energized through a kind of shock of recognition. Following its re-release 
in 1941, Richardson’s trilogy could be read as “representative of the spirit of much 
less well-known Australian fiction,” and the American parallels seemed immediate: 
“The real story is the land itself [. . .] Richard Mahoney and his failure to make 
terms with a harsh social and physical environment is a figure familiar in Australian 
literature, and, I think, no stranger to literate Americans” (Record). Dark’s The Time-
less Land could also produce that sense of unexpected recognition: “An Historical 
Saga Strangely Kin to Our Own” (Rugoff).
iv
The taste for large-scale family sagas and historical fiction was transnational but 
it had distinct American, British, and Australian inflections over-determining its 
prominence at the very center of middle-class realism. The saga’s broad internation-
al appeal was confirmed by the award of the 1928 Nobel Prize to Swedish author 
Sigrid Unset, following Knut Hamsun in 1920 and preceding Galsworthy in 1932. 
Undset’s historical trilogy Kristin Lavransdatter was a BOMC selection and utterly 
familiar reference point on both sides of the Atlantic.
In Australia, the interwar years saw major reassessments of the colonial legacy in 
which earlier frontier romance conventions were displaced in a series of large-scale 
novels, often exploring the destructive aspects of colonization even where a progres-
sive history of nation building was redeemed from an unlikely past. The effect is 
striking in the case of Lancaster and Simpson, both successful expatriate authors 
who turned relatively late in their careers from adventure-romance and mystery 
novels, respectively, to historical fiction about Australia: when they did so it was 
to the intergenerational historical saga. The strength of these developments also 
encouraged a mini-boom in local Australian publishing. In a largely unprecedented 
and short-lived development, both Angus & Robertson and P. R. Stephenson’s 
Endeavour Press managed to retain or “repatriate” Australasian rights for certain 
titles, and in the case of Capricornia and Landtakers sell them directly to New York.
Writing in the early-1960s, from a point in time when Patrick White’s achieve-
ment had begun to reconfigure Australian literary history, Harry Heseltine noted 
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that the major novelists of the 1920s and 1930s “fashioned for the first time what 
can be described as a formal tradition of the Australian novel. The forms that they 
shaped were basically three—the saga, the picaresque, and the documentary” (184). 
From Heseltine’s perspective, these were “forms passed over elsewhere,” their domi-
nance a “sign of a backward provincialism in Australian writing of this period” 
(186). Heseltine writes, in fact, to celebrate their achievement, but his periodiza-
tion, governed as it is by a sense of evolving literary modernism, misrepresents 
the contemporaneity of the saga form internationally in the broader mainstream 
of literature. In late 1929, for example, Marjorie Barnard had herself reflected on 
the “amazing popularity of the period novel at the present time.”15 The form had 
an enormous range, she observed, from “the titanic fabric of Jew Süss to the fan-
tastic gossamer of Arneaux’s Abishag; from Sabatini’s plume and rapier romance 
to learned and meticulous reconstructions like Atherton’s Immortal Marriage.”16 
And although a form of romanticism, the period novel encompassed the tragic and 
profoundly historical as well as mere costume drama. If it was “a recoil from an 
overdose of reality and a reaction from the problem play and the triangle novel”—in 
short, from modernism—it was also “the product of certain tendencies in the psy-
chological and social life of Europe at work upon literature” (Barnard 13).
Interestingly for the present argument, Barnard sees the period novel as “a Eu-
ropean not an American development”:
Babbitt not the Jew Süss remains the super-novel of America. The Americans 
are not sated with looking at themselves [. . .] They do not want to escape 
from their present, though they like patting their past on the back with the 
delicate hand of a Hergesheimer or a Willa Cather [. . .] Her eyes are on the 
future. Europe, not so hopeful, looks back and, now that democracy seems 
to be failing her, broods on her colourful and autocratic past as a time full 
of lessons for her. (13)
But American readers had made Jew Süss a bestseller in 1925, and Hutner demon-
strates how American historical fiction was an increasing presence in both pub-
lisher and bestseller lists by the early 1930s, building on earlier historical sequences 
by authors such as Booth Tarkington and Willa Cather (162–74). By January 1941, 
Ralph Thompson, in his New York Times “Books of the Times” column, could re-
mark, “The historical novel, which started out as a literary trend, is now an estab-
lished historical fact. On American themes alone there must have been at least fifty 
new titles last year, or, roughly, one very Monday morning.” The comment suggests 
both the possibilities and difficulties for Australian fiction in such a crowded mar-
ket; coincidentally, in the same column Thompson noted White’s Happy Valley as 
the most promising first novel of the previous year.
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Historical novels, Hutner argues, were frequently “overlaid with a region’s story 
too, as if to suggest that the development of a locale is central to a family’s tale of 
rise and decline” (86). Indeed, the enormous success of Gone With the Wind (1936) 
might be explained by the way it combined the three dominant modes of “historical 
fiction, regionalism and the family saga” (172). For Hutner, the “dominant allure 
[of these historical novels] was their explanations of how the past becomes the pres-
ent, how our circumstances have been forged for us through the sins of the fathers, 
the failures of the sons, the determination of the mothers, and the exertions of 
the daughters [. . .] While the interest of these historical works was often coiled in 
the story of generations they told, their general currency also spoke to an America 
trying to make sense of its destiny” (85). The Australian novels could appeal to 
American readers in similar terms—Richardson’s trilogy was received as “an Aus-
tralian chronicle” (Ross, “Rev. of Ultima Thule”), A House is Built as “a family saga” 
(“Fiction Shorts” 700)—although fewer of the Australian stories had the restorative 
appeal Hutner sees in the American examples. Some, like Penton’s and Herbert’s, 
were decidedly anti-heroic.
In Britain, the contemporary force of the saga was due to the highly regarded 
Edwardian novelists including Arnold Bennett, Hugh Walpole, and Galsworthy, 
above all. Although they would soon fall on the wrong side of modernism, these 
authors were major figures in contemporary estimation, in the US no less than 
in Britain. If it is difficult for us now to re-enter this literary chronotope, Virginia 
Woolf’s famous essay “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” might stand as negative testi-
mony to the prestige of these authors in the 1920s and 1930s. Woolf sought to draw 
a line between old and new, but for many other readers Galsworthy and Bennett 
themselves represented a clear line between “old” romance and “modern” realism. 
The family saga was a way of taking seriously both determining social forces and the 
psychological conflicts shaping character. The perspective was largely secular and 
materialist, hence their impact as modern, and while the saga was a form of histori-
cal fiction, the ethical questions posed were distinctly contemporary. At the same 
time, their realism could be held against other forms of contemporary fiction: light 
fiction, on one side, and, on the other, as Barnard’s account of the period novel 
suggests, the “modern novel,” the Freudian or sex novel or “problem” novel. For the 
Boston Evening Transcript, Barnard Eldershaw’s Green Memory was a “brilliant book” 
because it was “affiliated with no modern school, but possesses the timeless virtues 
of skill, understanding and human sympathy” (M.M.). Ultima Thule had been simi-
larly praised: “There is nothing of sex in this unusual novel, nothing of the calami-
ties of modern marriage, nothing to mark it as a novel of the jazz age” (Joiner).
The historical family saga, then, was a modern phenomenon even as it con-
firmed “pre-modernist” expectations of the novel as at once engaged, serious, and 
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reassuring in its deep investment in human character and social realities. Here we 
can see the middlebrow register in which such fiction was appreciated among “what 
America read.” The Australian novels—good, substantial novels but seldom mod-
ernist in style or theme—were assimilable into an American market already disposed 
towards historical, regional, and family sagas, and in this period at least they could 
be taken on by American middle-class readers as something (strangely) more famil-
iar, more engaging, and more readable than the merely exotic or provincial stories 
they might otherwise have become.
v
There were some later successes: Ernestine Hill’s The Great Australian Loneliness, 
first published in London in 1937, was released as Australian Frontier in 1942 in a 
standard hardback edition from Doubleday Doran and a special Council on Books 
in Wartime Armed Services Edition, distributed to US soldiers in the thousands 
(Johnston);17 Xavier Herbert’s Capricornia, first published in Sydney in 1938, was 
released by Appleton-Century in 1943 with a Foreword by Carl Van Doren; and 
Martin Boyd’s Lucinda Brayford was published by Dutton in 1948, two years after its 
English release. All were widely reviewed and sold well. Capricornia spent twenty-six 
weeks on bestseller lists, selling over 26,000 copies in its first three months, while 
Boyd claimed sales of a half-million copies for Lucinda Brayford.18
But in many ways Dark’s The Timeless Land represents the culmination of the 
sequence I have described, bringing together as it did historical, intergenerational, 
and nation-building themes and for its power of invoking parallels with the Ameri-
can colonial experience, at once familiar and unfamiliar: 
Many Americans, vaguely educated to think our colonial beginnings a 
unique act of history, know scarcely the first thing of the parallel saga of the 
great continent, almost as large as the USA, “down under.” It happens to 
be a very remarkable story, even a terrible one, with such aspects as the part 
played by convicts and adventurers, neglect by the mother country, demor-
alization of the natives, and pioneering fortitude even more clearly defined 
than in our own history. (Rugoff)
Dark was praised for avoiding the “besetting sin” of historical fiction, adding ro-
mance or “attractive adventuresomeness”; but she was also praised because she was 
no “furious realist” (Rugoff). For the BOMC,
This novel about the settling of Australia brings us our first profound, sat-
isfying, emotionally moving interpretation in fiction of what the arrival of 
white settlers in a new land really meant...
Americans are not only ignorant of, but honestly not very much inter-
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ested in early days in Australia [. . .] But the American public is going to be 
interested in this unique and moving novel. What it does is to throw open 
the windows of our imagination and let in a flood of understanding on the 
heaped-up piles of facts all too familiar to us in our own past. (Canfield 2)
Capricornia’s success was due in part to its unexpected topicality, its setting in 
what had become a war zone involving US forces. Introducing the novel to Ameri-
can readers, Van Doren wrote consciously from a position late in the history of 
pioneering sagas:
For more than a century the English-speaking peoples have been writing 
and reading novels about their frontier, in the United States, Canada, South 
Africa, Australia. Though most such novels have been simple melodrama, 
some have been romantic or sentimental or humorous or realistic, varying 
with general literary fashions but through all these variations continuing to 
celebrate the hardships and heroisms of men and women who have gone 
from settled regions to build up new societies in this or that wilderness, 
however abundant, however hostile.
As the earlier frontiers have retreated into history the frontier novels 
dealing with them have become historical romances [. . .] This same restora-
tion of a past appears in recent novels like G. B. Lancaster’s Pageant [. . .] 
History has power over them, unavoidably touching their characters and 
actions with the lingering colors of a vanished world. (v)
By contrast, while it was still a “loose-knit saga of life on a tumultuous frontier” 
(vii), Capricornia was “emphatically a book of these times” (vii), its background “the 
Australian town most often mentioned in the papers” (v).
By the early 1940s, the better-informed critics could look back over more than 
a decade of substantial Australian novels, even when admitting their partial knowl-
edge of the country and its literature. For Maxwell Geismar, reviewing Capricornia 
in the New York Times in 1943, Australia had been “largely a terra incognito in fic-
tion as well as in fact.”19 Only Richardson’s novels, and Prichard’s to a lesser extent, 
had proved otherwise.20 Even so, Richardson remained something of a European 
visitor, whereas Herbert “seems as native as a ‘crazy bob’ typhoon, which he re-
sembles in other ways also.” It was as a Marxist critic, perhaps, that Geismar drew 
attention above all to the story of race: “‘Capricornia’ should interest an American 
audience because, with all its strange compounds of the tropics and the East, the 
Australian frontier is still close to our own, and because the novel bears down hard 
on an issue as crucial to us as it is to Australia. The problem of the black race has 
preoccupied our own writers in America from Tocqueville to Richard Wright, but 
seldom has it been presented with such remarkable honesty” (3).
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The only negative response to Herbert’s novel was in the Saturday Review, where 
Ellis Roberts concluded that its violence “achieves in the end only incredulity.” 
More interesting are his remarks on Australian novels generally and the sense of 
the field they reveal:
Nearly all novels about Australia suffer from the thesis bug. It is true of one 
of the earliest and still one of the best, Marcus Clark’s (sic) “For the Term 
of His Natural Life”; it was true of that fine book “The Timeless Land,” and 
it is extremely, sometimes wearisomely true of Mr Herbert’s “Capricornia.” 
It is as if [. . .] Australians cannot yet rid themselves of the painful stigma of 
their ancestry. Only the late Helen Simpson was completely free from the 
self-defensive attitude adopted by most serious Australian novelists [. . .] Her-
bert writes of that part of his island continent which is in the news today—the 
ungrateful, harsh, lovely, inhospitable country back of Port Darwin. (10)
But despite the possibilities for an incremental sense of Australian fiction, de-
spite the repeated discovery of parallels between Australian and American history, 
and despite the Pacific war, there is surprisingly little evidence of any sustained 
interest in Australia or its literature beyond this moment. Indeed, that interest, 
at least from publishers, seems to fade just when we might have expected it to 
burgeon. In the US and in Australia itself the saga novel had largely run its course, 
and there was a progressive changing of the guard in the New York periodicals such 
that Australian novels lost their small constituency. The mainstream Hutner de-
scribes—the receptive audience for my cluster of Australian novels—was displaced by 
a new generation of editors and reviewers oriented towards the “modern tradition,” 
best represented perhaps by the appearance of the New York Review of Books in early 
1963.21 Norton’s earlier interest in developing an Australian list faltered after two 
Prichard novels; only Richardson remained.22 Dark’s trilogy never appeared in full; 
Prichard’s 1950s trilogy of the Australian goldfields never appeared at all, despite 
repeated efforts by her American agents. Appleton-Century pursued Herbert over 
many years following Capricornia’s success, but no subsequent book proved suitable, 
largely because of their Australian content.
I have emphasized the impressive sequence of Australian novels published in 
America from the late-1920s to the mid-1940s. But shifting perspective, these books 
represented only a tiny fraction of the novels appearing annually in America and 
landing weekly on reviewers’ desks. In a busy book market, only a very small circle 
of readers could apprehend them as a sequence or as Australian literature. The de-
gree to which this did occur is significant, but it could scarcely be maintained once 
this sequence of novels was played out, for Australian literature had no sustain-
ing institutional presence. Individual reputations were equally difficult to sustain, 
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even for an author as highly regarded as Richardson. When The Fortunes of Richard 
Mahony was reissued in 1941 by the New York Readers Club—with a preface by Sin-
clair Lewis—it was packaged as a forgotten masterpiece, after which it was forgotten 
again.23 As Morton Zabel, one of Richardson’s admirers, put it in 1930, her novels 
“play no part in the experiments or artistic advances of the modern novel” (380). 
But it is difficult not to conclude that Richardson’s “Australianness” also played a 
role in making her reputation less secure, less “locatable,” when critical accounts 
were drawn up in later decades.
Increasingly, from the mid-1940s, we find doubts on the American side about 
the Australianness of new books. For “ordinary” fiction in the post-war decades, an 
Australian setting was more likely to be an obstacle than an advantage in the Ameri-
can market. As Kylie Tennant’s American publisher reported to her in 1946, with 
apparently no knowledge of the previous two decades, “Perhaps in the near future 
apathy towards the Australian scene, which few books have been able to hurdle, 
may be destroyed.” 24 Or Herbert’s American agent in 1960: “The Australian scene 
and point of view [. . .] make the novels difficult to market.”25 Looking back in 1948, 
Grattan could write, “It is surprising indeed how many [Americans] recall with 
pleasure that they have read a novel or two by H. H. Richardson, Eleanor Dark, 
Patrick White, Xavier Herbert, Christina Stead, Robert Close, Katharine Prichard, 
Barnard Eldershaw, Brian Penton, Leonard Mann, Dalby Davison—all of whom 
have had books published in America in recent years.”26 The roll call is impressive, 
but the occasion, an Australian book display in New York, marked the end of an 
epoch more than a new, post-war beginning.
Notes
1 G. B. Lancaster’s historical saga of New Zealand, Parade, is included for the same reason.
2 If White seems an outlier in my list, it is worth recalling that even a later novel such as The Tree 
of Man could be read in this context, and by an Australian critic. For Cecil Hadgraft in 1960, White’s 
novel was “one those bulky progeny that the Americans produced in numbers some years back—Gone 
With the Wind, Raintree County, and the rest” (242). And Voss was the Book-of-the-Month Club’s selection 
for August 1957 (Osborne).
3 From a Press Cutting Album in Henry Handel Richardson’s (HHR) Papers, National Library of 
Australia, NLA MS 133, Series 13. Unless otherwise referenced, the reviews, etc., cited in this essay are 
from these albums and it has not been possible to consult all original sources. The albums give source 
and date but not page numbers.
4 For Canby and Canfield, see Hutner, 14–20; Radway; Rubin 110–33. Canby toured Australia in 
1945 at the invitation of the University of Melbourne, and his Australian talks were published as A New 
Land Speaking: An Essay on the Importance of a National Literature (Carter 146).
5 Authors could reserve these subsidiary rights, but in most cases they were handled by the pub-
lisher.
6 Norton advertisement, New York Times Book Review, 8 Sept. 1929, p. 13.
7 Quotations from Norton’s advertisement in the New York Times Book Review, 29 Sept. 1929, p. 
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19. In order: Fanny Butcher, Chicago Tribune; Henry Hazlitt, New York Sun; New York Times; New Yorker; 
Outlook; Saturday Review of Literature.
8 Norton advertisement for I Told My Love by M. Escott, sourced in HHR Press Cuttings Album to 
All About Books (New York), Aug. 1936. I have not been able to identify this periodical.
9 Australia Felix was published first under the title The Fortunes of Richard Mahoney, before this latter 
title was preferred for the trilogy as a whole. Maurice Guest had been published by Duffield in New York 
in January 1909.
10 Norton publicity, Saturday Review of Literature, 12 April 1930.
11 Norton to Palmer 23 Oct. 1929. Palmer Papers. NLA MS 1174 1/3391.
12 Norton publicity. Katharine Susannah Prichard Papers. NLA MS 6201.
13 In order: Rogers 1929; Houghton Mifflin publicity for Tharlane, New York Times, 8 June 1930, p. 
70; Brande 1933, 190; Southron 1938. A review of Tharlane in the Herald (Boston) was titled “A Novel 
of Australians, Not of Englishmen Visiting Them” (Clark).
14 The counter-case might be represented by a review of Stead’s The Beauties and Furies. Reviewer 
James Gray writes that there “must be some special reason for writing a book so pretentious and elabo-
rate and absurd.” His conclusion: Stead wished to demonstrate that Australians “can belong to the great 
world of hyper-sophisticates just as much as anyone else.” But if she proves that, she fails to prove that 
they can also be human beings. The contrast is with Richardson’s trilogy: largely about “Australians in 
Australia,” no more “utterly human and appealing work has been done in our time.”
15 Although signed “M. Barnard Eldershaw,” the two articles were written by Barnard alone. All 
quotations are from the first part of the two-part essay, 23 Nov. 1929.
16 The references are to Lion Feuchtwanger’s Jew Süss (1925), Alexandre Arnoux’s Ashibag (1925), 
Rafael Sabatini, best-selling author of pirate romances, and American Gertrude Atherton’s The Immortal 
Marriage (1927).
17 Hill wrote, “It is a grand thing to be known in America, especially through Doubledays” (Johnston 
89).
18 Capricornia: letter from D. Appleton-Century to booksellers, 13 Oct. 1943, and royalty statement 
from agent Leland Hayward forwarded to Angus & Robertson, 8 Nov. 1943. Xavier Herbert Papers, 
Fryer Library, U of Queensland, UQFL83. Lucinda Brayford: Boyd reported this figure in correspondence 
with Peter Grose, Curtis Brown Australia, 31 Dec. 1970. National Library of Australia. Records of Curtis 
Brown Australia NLA MS 10063. Reviewers routinely compared the novel to Galsworthy’s Forsyte Saga.
19 Geismar was the best-known Marxist critic to have access to the mainstream literary papers at the 
time (information courtesy of Nicholas Birns). Hutner describes him as “a longtime student of political 
fiction” (306).
20 To Howden (1942), by contrast, Americans knew of Australia only through Lancaster’s novels and 
to a lesser extent Christina Stead, “though she is the greatest of Australian writers.”
21 Christina Stead was one beneficiary. Her earlier support from figures such as Clifton Fadiman 
had faded, but she was taken up again by the new guard, Elizabeth Hardwick and Randall Jarrell, in his 
famous introduction to the 1965 Holt, Rinehart and Winston reissue of The Man Who Loved Children. 
22 Norton published The End of Childhood in 1934, The Young Cosima in 1939, Myself When Young in 
1948, and reissued the trilogy in 1962.
23 Lewis again drew attention to the pioneering parallels: “Americans, most of them, are going to be 
a little astonished by the parallel of our own pioneering, and the harsher places of our land, with those 
of Australia” (vi). The edition had a print run of 75,000 (Hetherington 420).
24 Naomi Burton (Curtis Brown New York) to Tennant, 26 Feb. 1946. Kylie Tennant Papers Na-
tional Library of Australia NLA MS 10043/1/11.
25 Malcolm Reiss (Paul R. Reynolds & Son) to Herbert, 20 Dec. 1960. Herbert Papers.
26 Grattan quoted in Press Release, Office of the Australian Government Trade Commissioner, 
New York, 17 Nov. 1948. C. Hartley Grattan Papers, Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, Uni-
versity of Texas, Austin.
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